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"A  GOOD  WORD  FOR  PIETY" 


Back  in  the  days  of  chivalry  an  armored  knight 
would  mount  his  steed  to  rescue  a  maiden  from  an  enemy 
fortress.   Today  I  mount  this  pulpit  bent  on  rescuing 
a  word  that  has  fallen  on  hard  days .   That  word  is 
"piety." 

Piety,  simply  defined,  is  the  devout  fulfillment 
of  religious  obligation .  It  has  to  do  with  worship  - 
public  and  private.  It  gets  down  to  saying  one's 
prayers  and  reading  the  Bible.  It  involves  a  romance 
with  the  hymnal,  regular  and  reverent  participation  in 
the  Lord's  Supper,  and  a  sense  of  the  presence  of  God 
in  every  time  and  circumstance. 

Piety  has  fallen  into  disrepute  even  within  the 
church,  where  one  might  expect  its  friends  to  be  found. 
Various  charges  have  been  leveled  against  piety.   It 
distracts  people  from  concentrating  on  social  problems. 
It  exalts  the  individual  at  the  expense  of  the  group. 
It  tends  to  make  one  more  committed  to  tradition  than 
reform.   In  an  action-minded  age  it  comes  very  close 
to  being  a  waste  of  time. 

Lost  and  unpopular  causes  have  an  attraction  for 
me.   In  my  time  I  have  opted  for  the  DeSoto  automobile, 
the  Fort  Lee  Ferry,  the  Windsor  knot  and  daylight  base- 
ball.  One  more  will  hardly  matter.   Let  me  attempt  a 
good  word  for  piety. 


My  mind  was  pushed  in  this  direction  by  the  knowl- 
edge that  today's  service  would  feature  a  rich  collec- 
tion of  Negro  Spirituals.  We  do  not  judge  this  music; 
it  judges  us!   The  heart  that  this  music  cannot  move 
has  already  ossified!   Something  gets  all  torn  up  in- 
side me  when  I  turn  on  my  recording  of  Roland  Hayes 
singing: 


"Prepare  me,  Lord,  one  body 
Prepare  me  Lord,  one  body  like  a  man. 
I'll  go  down  and  die.   I'll  go  down, 
I'll  go  down,  I'll  go  down  and  die."  1 

The  fact  that  gets  obscured  is  this :   The  Negro 
Spiritual  is  essentially  a  form  of  piety.   It  is  ba- 
sically a  devotional  response  to  the  gospel.   The 
matchless  rhythms  and  the  harmonies  of  the  Spirituals 
celebrate  the  life  of  faith  as  that  life  in  turn  is 
centered  in  the  life  and  death  and  rising  and  coming 
again  of  Jesus  Christ.   The  Spirituals  were  prepared 
for  use  in  the  Black  church,  circulated  through  the 
Black  church,  preserved  by  the  Black  church. 

From  time  to  time  those  who  are  embarrassed  by 
the  sheer  piety  of  Spirituals  have  suggested  that 
these  songs  contain  cryptic  revolutionary  messages 
beneath  the  surface.   No  reputable  scholarship  that 
I  have  seen  substantiates  this  point  of  view.   It  is 
beyond  dispute,  I  think,  that  the  Negro  Spiritual  as 
it  has  come  down  to  us  across  the  years  is  basically 
a  form  of  piety. 


Look  at  what  that  piety  achieved  for  the  Negro! 
Slavery  is  as  grim  a  chapter  as  one  can  find  in  human 
story.   The  demonic  system  out  of  which  this  music 
came  untribed,  and  unfamilied  multitudes  of  people. 
The  Negro  slave  was  separated  from  his  land,  separated 
from  his  customs,  separated  from  his  gods,  separated 
from  his  social  connections,  and  separated  from  his 
cultic  rites.   In  this  country  he  was  often  further 
separated  from  his  present  family. 

In  these  straitened  circumstances  the  slaves 
caught  wind  of  the  good  news.   God  loves!   God  cares! 
God  rules!   No  life  is  inconsequential  in  His  sight! 
This  good  news  invested  the  indentured  slave  with  the 
power  to  endure.   It  enabled  his  soul  to  rise  above 
the  troubles  of  his  flesh.   It  made  it  possible  for 
him  to  survive  triumphantly.   Like  Moses  of  old,  the 
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slave  endured  "as  seeing  Him  who  is  invisible."   (Heb. 
11:17) 

We  might  wish  that  their  faith  had  empowered  them 
to  overthrow  their  servitude  sooner.   But  the  fact  of 
the  matter  is  that  they  lacked  the  numbers  and  the  po- 
litical and  military  might  to  bring  this  off.   It  is 
wrong  to  measure  them  or  their  faith  by  our  opportuni- 
ties today.   Under  God,  they  accepted  for  a  time  that 
which  could  not  be  changed.   All  the  while  they  re- 
mained free  inside,  distancing  themselves  from  their 
masters  so  that  their  captivity  was  never  total.   And 
they  came  through  it  all  with  a  song! 

Thus  James  Weldon  Johnson  can  bear  tribute  to  this 
legacy  as  he  writes : 

"You  sang  far  better  than  you  knew,  the  songs 
That  for  your  listeners '  hungry  hearts 

sufficed 
Still  live ,  -  but  more  than  this  to  you 

belongs  : 
You  sang  a  race  from  wood  and  stone  to  Christ." 

2 


Consider  what  that  piety  can  achieve  for  us  today. 
I  made  a  happy  discovery  a  week  or  so  ago  in  the  form 
of  an  exceedingly  exciting  book.   The  volume  is  en- 
titled The  Fragmented  Layman.   It  is  co-authored  by 
Thomas  C.  Campbell  and  Yoshio  Fukuyama.   The  book  is  an 
analysis  of  a  questionnaire  that  was  responded  to  by 
some  eight  thousand  members  of  the  United  Church  of 
Christ.   The  questionnaire  itself  was  born  out  of  a  de- 
sire on  the  part  of  the  authors  to  get  behind  the  al- 
legations of  an  earlier  study  which  concluded  that  re- 
ligious people  tend  to  be  more  prejudiced  than  non- 
religious  people. 

That  earlier  report,  which  came  out  of  California, 
indicated  that  whether  a  person  was  related  to  a  church 
or  not  made  very  little  difference  when  it  came  to  the 
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practice  of  racial  discrimination.   In  fact,  the  study 
turned  up  many  instances  where  churchgoers  proved  more 
prejudiced,  more  predictably  prejudiced,  than  those 
who  didn't  go. 

The  authors  of  The  Fragmented  Layman  determined 
that  some  differentiations  had  to  be  made  within  the 
general  category  "church-related."   This  because  there 
are  all  sorts  of  reasons  why  people  seek  membership  in 
a  church.   They  worked  with  four  different  categories. 
There  are  some  who  are  organizationally  oriented.  They 
belong  to  some  activity  within  the  church.   Some  are 
belief  oriented.   They  are  in  the  church  primarily  to 
help  preserve  the  gospel  against  corruption.   All  such 
tend  to  be  doctrinaire.   There  are  those  who  are  in- 
tellectually oriented.   They  see  religion  as  a  studi- 
ous quest.   The  fourth  group  covers  those  whom  the 
authors  describe  as  "devotionally  oriented."   These 
members  have  a  deep  personal  sense  of  relationship 
with  the  ultimate  basis  of  reality.   In  other  words, 
they  live  with  an  intimate  and  abiding  sensitivity  to 
the  presence  of  God. 

As  the  questionnaires  came  back,  Messrs.  Campbell 
and  Fukuyama  were  driven  to  the  unexpected  conclusion 
(which  even  caught  them  by  surprise),  that  the  devo- 
tionally oriented  alone  appeared  to  be  the  type  of 
church  membership  "which  reversed  social  conditioning 
rather  than  re-enforcing  it."  3 

Again,  "In  spite  of  the  fact  that  one  might  in- 
terpret devotional  life  as  a  form  of  compensation  for 
social  injustice  it  is  surprising  that  it  correlates 
with  being  more  accepting  of  minority  peoples."  4  Or 
again,  "The  devotional  man  in  the  study  of  a  liberal 
denomination  was  more  likely  to  favor  action  in  the 
areas  of  civil  justice."  5 

I  share  these  findings  with  you  because  there  is 
extant  in  the  church  today  a  general  impatience  with 
piety.   Let's  get  on  with  the  march!   Let's  get  on  with 
the  petition!   Let's  get  on  with  the  forum!   Perhaps 
on  this  very  Sunday  when  our  spirits  have  been  moved 
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by  these  remarkable  demonstrations  of  ethnic  piety  we 
can  learn  afresh  the  lesson  that  we  have  not  yet  out- 
grown the  need  to  establish  our  roots  in  the  eternal! 

I  would  remind  you  that  Harriet  Beecher  Stowe  got 
her  inspiration  for  Uncle  Tom's  Cabin  while  taking 
Communion  in  a  small  church  in  New  England  years  ago. 
That  book  played  a  major  role  in  dismantling  the  slave 
system. 


It  isn't  less  piety  that  we  need  but  more,  and 
piety  of  the  right  kind.   The  man  of  authentic  piety 
alone  knows  how  to  be  in  the  world  without  being  of  it. 
We  need  more  than  frantic  exhortations  to  get  with  it. 
Something  more  than  better  strategies  for  penetrating 
the  social,  economic  and  political  spheres  of  life.  We 
need  to  be  personally  alive  to  the  God  of  our  salvation, 
Devotion  is  not  waste. 

"What!  no  star  and  yet  you're  going  to  sea? 
To  battle  without  music? 
Travelling  without  a  book? 
What ,  no  love  -  and  you  talk  of  living?" 

(unknown) 
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